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T H E U T E B E A R D A N C E  

In  March, 1893, I attended and participated in the annual 
]]ear dance of the Ute Indians, held on this occasion by the 
Southern Ute tribe on their reservation in Colorado. Owing to 
an intimate personal friendship with the war chief s.nd several 
other prominent members of the tribe, I was enabled, by dint of 
much patience and perseverance, to meet with some success in 
making a study of the dance. I do not believe that any white 
person has studied it before, and while i t  is quite probable that 
all the mysteries of the dance were not explained to me, I believe 
that the knowledge gained will be of interest to students of Indian 
life. So far as I could learn, there is no tradition antedating the 
dance iLqelf on which the ceremonies are founded, and I believe 
the Bear dance to be one of the oldest of all the Ute ceremonies. 
Traditions are mingled with it, are the life of it, but the Indians 
believe the dance to be as old as the traditions themselves. 

In  all the picturesque West there is probably nothing more 
picturesque than the sacred Bear dance of the Ute. The one I 
attended was held in the valley of the Rio de 10s Pinos, a beau- 
tiful little tributary valley of the great San Juan, with the mighty 
panorama of the towering La Plata mountains always in view. 
Groups of tents were scattered over it distance of n. mile or more. 
Par a \wy over the mesas coiild be seen the caravans, groups and 
individual Indians, coming to the camp to participate in the 
dance. An inclosure of evergreen boughs was erected near sonie 
tall cottonwood trees, and everywhere were Indiaiis dressed in 
their best and on their best behavior, gathered together from the 
ends of the reservation for the purpose of assisting in the cere- 
monies. 

Although their reservations are being encroached on by the 
settlements of the whites, the Ute Indians have scarcely been 
touched by civilizing influences, and they adhere to the tradi- 
tions and beliefs of their fathers in the days before they were 
hemmed in by Anglo-Saxon boundary lines of progress. To 
thein Nitture is the all-providing mother, and their ceremonies 
are founded on the evidences of nature as they see them. A 
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vivid itn:igiiiutioii has often crowiiecl or distorted nature, hut 
tlirough all their rites tliere runs :in atlorntioli of natural 1,Iie- 
iioinena. They hare  see11 tlie etigle in his eyries Iucying on and 
niastering i l l  otiler birds, and they regard tlie eagle as h i  ng 
king and chief of the feathered kind. They have seen the  noun- 
tain lion assert his supretnucy over all other aninials, and bo 
them he is king of beasts. They have, in their way, traced the 
laws of nature in either direction to birth or denth, ant1 there 
they leave fact and enter the realin of superstition, as niany 
wiser nations have done. 

The Utes believe that their primal ancestors were bears ; after 
these came a race of Indians,  who,^ on dying, were changed to 
bears, and as bears they roarnerl in the forests and mountains 
until they died, when they went to the future land and lived with 
the shades, preservihg the forms of bears, but having human wis- 
dom nnd participating with the Indians i n  the pleasures of i n -  
inort,ality. It is believed that this transtnigration ceased long 
ago, but the bears of tlie present are believed to Le descendants 
of the Ute bears of old, and are therefore related to the Indians. 
Bear worship, in one form or another, tinges many of their cere- 
monies. 'I'hey regard the bear as the wisest of animals and the 
briivest of all except the iiiountain lion. They helieve that 
bears possess wonderful magic power ; that they can convey in- 
telligence over long distances by means of po-o-knn-te, or magic. 
They believe that the bears tire fully cognizant of the relatioii- 
ship existing between themselves nnd the Utes, and their cere- 
mony of the Bear dance, being a form of animal worship. assists 
i n  strengtlieiiing this friendship. As the Utes consider that they 
are :I higher order of Iieiiigs tlian the bears, one of the purposes 
of the dance is to assist the benrs to recover from hibernation, to 
find food, to choose iii:ites, and to cast the film of blindness from 
their eyes. Some of the otlier motives of the ceremonies are to 
charm the dancers from danger of death from bears, to enal)le 
the Indians to send niessngcs to their dead friends who dwell in 
the land of immortality, and one or two minor ceremonies are 
perforrned usually for the purpose of healing certain forms of 
sickness. 

The Bear dance is always held in the  non nth of hlarcli, that 
being the time when the bears recover from hibernation. In  
former times the dance was more exactingly observed tlmi it  
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110w is, and a (lance was often held annually by each one of the 
Ute tribes. Of late years, however, a dance given by any one of 
the main tribes is tleeiaecl sutficient. 

The dance is tilways given under the direction of some one 
person, usually a incdiciiie man or chief, although he may have 
:my number of seiniofficial nssistauts. Sometimes two or three 
mouths are consumed in iuaking the necessary preparations. 
After the aniiua.1 winter hunt is over, wlien the time grows dull 
and the people listless froin inaction, R man goes to the proper 
functionary and asks liiin to appoint the time for a Bear dance. 
The language of the Utes is simple, and like most simple lan- 
guages, possesses an element of poesy. The following, almost 
verbatim, is the language used by a Southern Ute in requesting 
a chief to arrange for a dance : 

‘‘ Chief, i t  has been long siuce our people have all hcen in one 
place, and it would be good for us  all to be together again. The 
tiines have been good with us ; our children have been stricken 
with 110 diseases ; we have had no wars in which our men have 
beeu killed; we had miich good fortune in our hunts, atid we 
hare plenty of food for a feast. The bears are our friends; the 
time hits come for them to be awake:ied from the long sleep of 
winter. \Ve have go34 friends above ; it would be well to send 
niessages to them to let thein know that we of the earth still 
love them and remember thew. Let us, then, give a Bear dance.’’ 

If the chief agrees, messages are sent to the makers of songs, 
the gossip of the tribe for the last year is reviewed, and the more 
atiiusiiig a i d  choicest portions are incorporated into songs set to 
aiiiiple tunes and practiced. Songs of worship and incantations 
to tlie bewu :it id shudes of the dead are also coinposed, but thc 
songs of lighter chctmcter prevail. The squaws hew morncheu or 
“ si tiging-sticks ” out of woocl to be used during the dance cere- 
monies. These sticks are shaped like the jaw of an animal, and 
teeth-like protuberances are left over which to grate bones or 
sticks of wood. 

One of the first duties performed is to select the site for the 
dance. The one I attended was held on a slight elevation. Men 
are then detailed to go to the forests and bring in timbers and 
pine boughs with which to make the inclosure in which the 
dance is held. This inclosure is named a-vik-wok-el, or “ cave of 
sticks.’’ It is froin 100 to 159 feet in diameter, is circular, and 



240 T H I C  AhI).;ItICAN A N T l l I ~ O l ' O I . O ~ ~ I S ' ~  [Vol. IX  

is meant to represent a bear care. I t  has one opening, always 
to the south or southeast, facing the sun, as the bears in choos- 
ing their winter quarters are said to select caves into the rnouth 
of which the sun shines a part of the day. The walls of the in- 
closure are about seven feet high ; there is 110 roof, and no floor 
save the ground. On one side alocation is selected for the stand 
of the musicians and a hole soniewhnt of the shape of a water- 
jar is dug in  the soil. First a circular hole is made and then the 
Indians reach under and scoop out the earth with their hands, 
in  semblance of an underground cave. Over the hole a box or 
drum with an  open bottom is placed, the hole iingmenting the 
sound that is made when the niornchea are grated. The nzomcheu 
are placed with one end on the lap of the player and the other 
end against the box. Up and down them bones or pieces of 
timber are rubbed, making a noise that a t  a short distance 
sounds like the beating of a pair of niufHed cynibals. 

\Vhen the preparations for the clance are well under way the 
chief sends out a courier to announce the cereniony to the tribe. 
The tribes are divided into sinall bands of from five to ten fam- 
ilies each. The courier rides to the encampment of one of these 
bands. delivers his message, eats, smokes. ancl returns to his own 
encampment, and the head man of the band selects one of his 
men to carry the announcement to the next band, ancl so 011 

until all have been given notice. 
The Indians believe that the iminorhl bears mid Indians who 

dwell in the Land Beyond are cognizant of the preparations that 
are being made fur a clance, ancl that  they also prepare for a 
spirit Bear clance. I t  is believed, too, that the spirit Imirs send 
some of their nuniber to earth to wIiis1)cr to the sleeping bears 
a id  tell them that they are soon to l x  frcecl from the long deep 
of winter. 

The ground within the a-uik-wok-el is sacred during the days 
of the dance and no dogs or horses are allowed on it. To keep 
animals out, to preserve order, and to enliven the spirit of the 
dancers, there are two managers of the dance, called ntn-choot-n- 
po-get-uh. All who come within the inclosure while dancing is 
going on must dance, if requested wid any woman has a right 
to choose any man as a partiler. 

There are always twenty or iriore musicians who have been 
specially drilled for these ceremonies, as well as other men who 
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join in when old or faniiliar songs are sung. The singers are 
always nien ; they are the first to arrive at  the dance inclosure 
011 the day of t)eginning, and from eiglit to fourteen of them sing 
n11c1 rub their notched tinibers constantly during the dancing. 

\Vhen the music begins, the noise sounds in the little care- 
like hole under the drum. and a song of incantation is sung that 
is believed to transport this noise to the caves of the bean in the 
mountains and to transform it to thunder. It is believed that 
this thunder arouses the bears slightly, but that they are dug- 
gish from the long hibernation and do not become fully awake 
a t  first. On this account the dancing lasts but an hour or two 
the first day. 

The female bear choosea her mate, and in the dance the women 
choose their partners. When a woman desires to dance mitli a 
inan, she approaches him and plucks his blanket, and then Be- 
dately takes her position in line with the other woinen i i n t l  

awaits his coming. The women forin in one line, the inen in 
another, the two lines facing each other. At first the partici- 
pants in each line hold hands, but as the clays pass the enthu- 
siasm increases and each couple dltnces independently. When 
the proper bar in the music has been struck, the women take 
three forward, springing steps toward the men ; they then reverse 
and take three backward steps, and as they go backward the 
men go forward in the same fashion, motioning with their arms 
in imitation of the niotioiis in:ide by the forepaws of bears. 
When the nien hare gone three steps forward, they reverse and 
go backward and the women go forward again. This is the only 
figure i n  the claim, but it may be varied in numerous m:rys by 
dancers who strive to show theirskill. Often II couple will dance 
with their arms about each other, imitating the “ hugging ” of 
beurs, but there art! always the monotonous three steps. 

While the dance is i n  progress no gambling. and but little 
work, is permitted. All except the smallest children dance ; 
some, no doubt, chiefly for the social pleasure, of which there is 
little enough in their narrow lives, others to perfect themselves in 
magic, to send messages to their departed iriends, and to charm 
their lives against danger from bears. I t  is believed that the 
bears are cogniznnt of who participate in the danceand will liarm 
no one of the dancers for a year afterward. 

It is an evil omen for a tlitncer to f d ,  but this “bad medi- 



242 THE AMERIChN ANTHROI’OI.OGIST [Vol. IS 

cine” can be exorcised i f  a inerlicine man will npproach the fiillcn 
one and with a n~oinch and stick miike a motion townrtl the 
dnncer’s feet and then towml the sky, atid repeat this by mnk- 
ing similar motions toward the knees, the back, and the 1ie:ul. 
l’lre passes toward these parts are supposed to impart strengtlt ; 
that toward the sky carries the intelligence to the shades and 
benrs that the unlucky dancer has been charmed and is to be 
spared if met in the hunts. If a dancer falls, the music instantly 
stops, the set is not finished, and the fiillen dancer strictly maia- 
tains his position until he is “ doctored.” Each dance-set lasts 
about ten minutes, and at  its conclusion the men and women 
retire to different sides of the inclosure. If a woman should step 
on a man’s foot during‘the dance, i t  is a sign that the two will 
become enamored, and such missteps are greeted with great 
shouts of laughter by the (lancers and spectators. 

The duration of the dance-four days and one night-is fixed 
by the time required by bears to recover froni hibernation. On 
the second day the bears become quite wdteful and their powers 
begin to return to them ; therefore on the secoixl day of the 
dance there i s  much more festivity than on the first. It is be- 
lieved that the bears leave their c~tves toward the close of the 
second day of the dance, and that the female bears begin dancing 
to trees. On the third day i t  is believed that the bears have 
mated (after preliminary dancing), and that they wander in the 
forests seeking food; so on the third day the Indians dance from 
early morning till sundown with little cessation. The night of 
the third day is the time of the night dance, a.4 i t  is believed tliiit 
the bears, driven by hunger, w;i~lcler all night long in scarcli of  
food. After a short rest and a supper at  sunset: the Indians 
begin the closing part of the dance, believing that the bears 
might perish if the dance did not go on ceaselessly. Heaps of 
dry branches are brought into the inclosure and lighted, the 
fires being replenished from time to time; all the musicians and 
dancers are on hand, and by the firelight the dance goes on with- 
out ceasing. The men and women dance until compelled by 
sheer exhaustion to desist, but they continue so soon as they 
have rested a little. Whenever a dancer is forced by fatigue to 
drop out of line his place is talceii by another, and some sets 
are dancing almodt constantly from the beginning of the night 
dance until the elid of the cerelnony, which is at  noon of the 
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followiiig clay. No food is eaten during the eightecti hours of 
tliis clo.rin,v cereniony, but a t  noon of thc fourth dny n grcn t feast 
is spread, a i d  the tired dancers hare f d l  privilege to (.:it all they 
wisli. The spirit of this fenst i3 believed to be waftcd away, pitrt 
to the beyond, where it provides a feast for the shades who have 
been dancing, and part to the forests, where i t  is believed to be 
eaten by the bears. 

Severitl times during the progress of the dance messages are 
sent to the h i i d  Beyond. One of the managers waves his staff 
for silence, and then a chief arises and announces the rite. The 
men stand in silence on one side of the inclosure, the woinen sit 
mutely on the other. Then a bunch of corn-huslrs for cignrettes, 
together with a bottle of tobacco. are handed to the leader of the 
musicians. He takes the husks and tobacco in his hand, rever- 
ently bows his head and repeats an incantation, and then rolls a 
cigarette, passing the husks and tobacco to another singer, who 
does the samc. \Vhen each of the singers has rolled a cigarette, 
all heads are bowcd again, there is a long moment of absolute 
silence, and then the words of an incantation are repeated in 
chorus by all the siiigerj. It is believed that. the words of the 
incantation are heard in the sky, and that the shades there know 
that messages are to be sent to them from some of their niortal 
brothers. After this incantation the cigarettes are lighted and 
a few puffs blown toward the sky, it being believed that the 
stnoke asceiicts and provides a smoke of frienddiip with the 
shades. Then the particular messages are spoken, the speaker 
bowing his liend as he talks, and all the otiieis maitit:tiiiii~g the 
most rigid silence and not moving in their places. The Indiniis 
believe that any one can, with the aid of the iticantntions and 
the sacred smoke, send mess:rgcs to the sky, but that aiiswerd 
can be heard only by medicine men. 

Two or three tiinw during the continuance of the dnncc, but 
never until after the first day has passed, a handsoinely bendcd 
medicine pipe, filled with dried lrinikinik leaves, is brought into 
the inclosure, lighted, and passed froin one man to another, each 
taking two or three puffs, rubbing his fingers over the stem of 
the pipe, as though it were a flute, and then handing it to the 
man next to him. This ceremony is to show affection for the 
shades by providing them with a similar sixtoke, arid is an iin- 
portalit tncrlical ceremony as well, for it is believed that it pro- 
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tccts the smokers froin pneumonia and consumption. The 
monieii take no active part in either of thc smoking ceremonies, 
but are ral’t oluervers. 

IVIieii the feast of the fourth day is conclulled, all the cere- 
monies of tlic d:ince are over, ancl it is believed that tlic bears 
have fiilly reg:iined the use of all their faculties, hare found 
mates. have been provided with food, ;tnd that they will grate- 
fully remember their Indian relatives and repay them by assist- 
ing them in the practice of magic. 

The Bear dance is more of a social affair than any of the other 
Ute ceremonies except the Tea dance. While the Bear dance is 
in progress much courting is shyly done among the young people, 
and after the coiiclusion of the dance ceremonies there is a period 
of feasting and merrymaking. Several of the younger couples 
may be married according to the very simple Ute ceremony ; 
familiea will visit wi th  friends whom they may not have seen 
for a year ; a few horse races and foot races will be arranged, and 
in sunny spots men and women will congregate, blankets will 
be spread on the ground, and belongings will be hazarded in the 
Mexican game of monte or in the nativegame of kan-yu-te. Soine 
tr;Lffic may be done in horses. blankets, skins, and beadwork, 
and a council may be held by the chiefs and older men; but 
within a day or two the big assembly will begin to disband ; in 
pairs and groups the Indians will depart; within a few days the 
big camp will be deserted, the people will be scattered to the four 
quarters of their reservation, and in the minds of men who are 
hunting and women who are tanning hides or cooking food will 
linger pleasant incmories of the jollity, the music, the songs, the 
love-making, the good fellowship, the worship, and the sacred 
duties pleasantly performed that helped to rnalre up the great 
sacred Dance of the Bears. 




